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ABSTRACT
VINCENT PETER ROTKIEWICZ: The Rationality ofthe Green Kjiight: Testing,
Tempting, and Culture in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
(Under the direction of Gregory Heyworth)

This work focuses on the societal and textual context of the alliterative, 14“
century poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Personal preparations for this work
included studies in translating the unique dialect of the poem, research in the British
Library for the purpose of finding relevant analogs to and critical works on the text, and
extensive interaction and discussion with my thesis advisor. Dr. Gregory He)^orth.
The primary problem of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight lies in the motivations
of its protagonist and antagonist. Because Gawain clings to the formulaic responses of his
society and religion, he fails to understand his own logic. Through the various games of
the work, the Green Knight successfully strips away Gawain’s cultural identity, the mask
of the Pentangle Knight, and leaves Gawain naked both to the world and to himself. He
accomplishes this by using tests that are structurally dependant upon earlier works. By
analyzing these analogs, the role that the Green Knight should play in the work quickly
becomes clear; however, the Green Knight often exceeds or redefines this role. His tests,
although similar to those of the analogs, differ in that they are not only tests but also
temptations. This bipartite structure is the result of several inwrought sources of tension
in the work, which guide the reader to areas of both greater subtlety and confusion.
Because of the rhetorical and intellectual tension between Gawain and the Green Knight,

issues of rationality, who is sane and who is mad, arise. Having both a shame and a guiltculture background, the ideology of Gawain’s past consumes his present, blinding him to
basic truths about the world. Motivated by the desire to change the way in which Gawain
views the world rather than the way in which the world views him, the Green Kmght
takes a personal interest in Gawain that is lacking in the poem s analogs.
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Introduction
Games and temptation are often the focal points for discussions of Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight. Some critics see the games as tools by which the Green Kmght
tests Gawain’s courage and honesty yet treat the temptations that Gawain experiences
during these games as separate themes. By oversimplifying the complexity of the games,
nuance and meaning become lost. The temptations that Gawain experiences during the
Green Knight’s tests are not separate and unintended side effects of the games but are
often more important than the tests themselves. While the beheading game, exchange of
gifts game, and seduction game each measures Gawain’s courage, trauthe, and cortaysye,
each test also contains a more subtle temptation. This less obvious tempting of Gawain
culminates in his acceptance of the luf lace, the green girdle, which represents not only
the failure of a test but also a surrender to temptation. Despite this bi-partite structure, a
tendency among many critics to downplay the tempting elements of the work or

to

homogenize them with the testing elements as part of a desire to view the Green Kmght
primarily in terms of a testing figure has arisen. A closer examination of the text and its
analogs reveals that many of the testing elements of the Green Kmght germinate from
earlier works, yet the Green Knight is ideologically more ambitious than these previous
traditions.
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Throughout the course of this work, I refer to two preexisting, archetypal
characters, which I have chosen to label Folktale Tester and Satanic Tempter. Folktale
Testers appear in the five analogs to Sir Gawain and the Green Knight that I have chosen
to include. In these analogs, an often magical figure appears with the purpose of testing
the hero’s chivalric virtues (strength, courage, loyalty). Folktale Testers fimction as
chivalric antagonists, giving the protagonist both the situation and the incentive necessary
to prove himself in the eyes of his fellow kmghts or compamons. Not necessarily the
hero’s enemy, the tester is often revealed to be an acquaintance of the hero, as in Fled
Bricriu, or even a relation, as in Caradoc. Satanic Tempters fimction as moral
antagonists, confironting the protagonist with the realization of his deepest desires, for a
price. I believe Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is umque in comparison to its analogs
because its antagonist, the Green Knight, contains elements of both a Folktale Tester and
a Satanic Tempter. Like his Folktale Tester analogs, the Green Kmght tests Gawain s
courage and faithfulness; however, because his motivations are also those of a Satanic
Tempter, he does not stop with these external threats but goes on to challenge Gawain’s
morality and religiosity. The Green Knight is an amalgamation of types, a sum greater
than his parts and composed of many ideas and bearing many symbols. One result of this
complexity has been some critics’ misidentification of the Green Knight as Gawain s
enemy.‘ The Green Knight functions as an adversary who, like a Folktale Tester, tests so
that the hero may prove himself worthy of honor, and, like a Satanic Tempter, tempts so
that the hero may prove himself worthy of salvation. Without combining characteristics
of both identities, the Green Knight would have been unable to challenge Gawain s

*“There is would be no way Gawain could continue his earthly existence in an altered state: he might be
beheaded by a malicious Green Knight, but if not, he would continue unchanged”(Haines 102).
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limited understanding of his own society. Because he does attack Gawain on multiple
fronts, the Green Knight redefines the paradigms upon which Gawain relies, what is
acceptable behavior and what is not.
Chapter one explores rationality and irrationality in the text and their effect on
each character’s role. The Green Knight’s identity, I argue, is almost wholly dependent
upon whether his actions can be justified as rational. If the Green Kmght is an irrational,
primitive being who acts without thinking, the progress Gawain makes as he undergoes
the transformation firom the Pentangle Knight to the Knight of the Girdle arises purely
from chance, making the Green Knight’s role secondary; however, if the Green Kmght
creates and implements his games rationally and purposefully to change Gawain’s ethos,
Gawain’s metamorphosis becomes the direct product of the Green Kmght’s intervention.
Chapter two discusses Gawain’s dual nature as a product of a cultural tension between
shame and guilt that resolve eventually, allowing the Green Kmght to control his
reactions and emotions by their manipulation. Because the Green Kmght plays Gawain s
shame and guilt-culture off against each other, it is necessary to realize that each game
and each symbol has two meanings and poses two dangers to Gawain. Gawain s
ignorance of this two-fold nature creates the primary problem of the work. Chapter three
demonstrates the importance of the changes the Gawain-poet makes to the existing
testing tradition when he introduces the tempting elements. These changes are obvious
and enlightening when the scenes and games ofthe poem are compared to its analogs.
The novelty of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight with regard to its literary
tradition appears in the risks it takes with ideology. Unlike the modem era, most if not all
serious medieval texts reaffirm the social and religious orders of the times in which they
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were written: marginalized groups do not gain legitimacy, and satanic figures, regardless
of the hate they spend of the protagonist’s body, cannot triumph over the socially
approved way of thinking. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight breaks this mold by
allowing its antagonist, definitively “other” with respect to the protagonist and his
society, not only to defeat its hero but also to overthrow his cultural ethos.
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Chapter One:
Irrationality and Reason

In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, community acts as an expression of
rationality. The Arthurian Court represents the known, a society in which Gawain has a
clearly defined role and is comfortable. The Green Knight’s intrusion constitutes an
attack on that society. His appearance marks the entrance of the outside, of madness. In
this regard, he is similar to the wodwos whom Gawain will meet while in the wilderness.
The creatures of the outside, of the wild, assail Gawain because he does not belong in
their world. Gawain acknowledges his physical inability to deal with the world outside by
praying for escape. Although he believes that Bertilak’s castle represents that escape, he
is mistaken because Bertilak is not wholly of the interior world either. While Gawain,
admittedly at his host’s urging but with little complaint on his part, remains inside,
Bertilak willingly leaves for the outside. His firequent departures reveal that he is
essentially unsatisfied with interior spaces, a sign of his alter ego, the Green Kmght. On
the other hand, Gawain does not willingly leave any interior spaces throughout the
entirety of the poem. In fact, each one of Gawain’s exits in the poem is necessitated by
his original agreement to the beheading game. The first and only time Gawain changes
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his location according to his wishes and his wishes alone is his return to the Arthurian
Court at the end of the work. This willing return to the court whose values have failed
him shows that Gawain, despite having been shown the end result of his flawed logic by
the Green Knight, will continue to cling to his old cultural identity.
The Green Knight’s appearance immediately marks him as a fairy figure^ and a
threat to the religious and social stability that a Christian Arthurian Court might provide:
“do these descriptions [the Green Knight’s] merely dramatize the threat to the faith which
earth represents in its transient and illusory (i.e. fairy) manifestation of green?” (Phelan
54). The Green Knight unsettles the court because, as a fairy-figure, he is profoundly
external to their way of life, hailing fi:om the irrational world of the wild. That Gawain
and the court feel that their very core values have been threatened is evident firom the
focus placed on Gawain’s spiritual armor. Ofthe five points of his pentangle, only one is
related to physical prowess. Gawain, at the beginning ofthe poem, places his faith in God
and his knightly virtues. As a warrior of Christian faith, Gawain seems invincible as the
Pentangle

Knight. While in the external wilderness, Gawain is comfortably

uncomfortable in his misery. Although his body suffers, his faith is secure. Once he
leaves the wastelands of the outside, Gawain loses the protection offered by the persona
of the Pentangle Knight as he must literally abandon his shield, the symbol of his
fortitude, with the rest of his armor if he is to join the feasting and playing ofBertilak.
The Green Knight resembles the earlier testers of the poem’s analogs in that his
appearance and request are outlandish, irrational. Arthur succinctly gives the rational
court’s perspective on the Green Knight’s proposal when he says, “as thou foly has
frayst, finde the behoves” (324). What the Green Knight has asked for would be folly
^ “Green is also the color of otherworldly creatures and sometimes ofthe ‘fiend’”(Benson 91),
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were he a member of the court’s rational world, a world in which men cannot live
without their heads. However, as a Folktale Tester, the Green Knight does not have to
abide by the rules of the rational, social world, a world that Gawain remains
excruciatingly conscious of throughout the course of the work. While Gawain lies
ensnared by his social duties, he denies himselffreedom of choice and action. The Green
Knight’s challenge uses Gawain’s sense of decorum to ensure his participation in the
beheading game. Throughout the work, his social conscience keeps Gawain too much in
his head and too little in his heart. By over thinking, over rationalizing his actions, he
experiences a self-perpetuated helplessness: Gawain accepts the luflace because he can
justify the betrayal it represents, but it is the luf lace that places Gawain at the
psychological mercy ofthe Green Knight.
Unlike Gawain, the Green Kjiight, despite the complexities of his actions, is a
being wholly devoted to emotions. As shown by the beheading scene, the Green Knight
has no need of his head. The Green Knight uses his irrational, unnatural abilities to force
a response(Gawain’s acceptance) from the Arthurian Court. This is a shame response^ on
Gawain’s part, a response that the Green Knight knew he could count on from the
Arthurian Court. Gawain’s words show that he feels that it is his duty to replace the king:
“For me [Gawain] think hit not semly, as hit is soth knowen,/There such an asking is
hevened so high in your sale,/Thagh ye [Arthur] yourself be talenttyf, to take hit to
yourselven” (348-50). Although Gawain uses the diplomatic word “seemly,” his real
meaning is “wise.

Arthur has reacted instinctively, from the heart, something

unacceptable to Gawain. He must reaffirm his place in the Arthurian Court by
^ Shame and guilt-culUire and their relation to Gawain’s journey are addressed in chapter two of this work;
however, in essence, a shame response is a response guided by the norms of a society that places emphasis
on outward, physical manifestations of virtue: strength, courage, faithfulness.
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maintaining the vassal/lord relationship (a knight fights for his leader) in the face of a
stranger. Gawain sets himself against all things not chivalric, other; however, the Green
Knight’s actions only appear irrational to the Arthurian Court. Were the Green Knight
truly irrational, his beheading would have ended the poem as he would have died for
making a foolish wager, but this is not the case. The Green Knight unsettles conventional
rationality by quickly retrieving his severed head and calmly leaving the hall. From this
point in the poem, Gawain is thrust into what is for him an increasingly irrational world.
At first appearance, Bertilak’s castle seems an attractive and welcome relief fi'om
the pains of the frozen outside world."^ The castle comes in response to his cry to God and
Mary for salvation: “I beseche the, Lord,/And Mary, that is mildest moder so dere,/Of
sum herber there highly I might here masse” (753-5). It is utterly natural for the reader
and for Gawain to assume that this is divine intervention. The castle, with its familiar
hierarchical system and welcoming host is, on the surface, very similar to Arthur’s court.
Gawain must feel he has entered a world that he understands, a place safe, for a time,
from the outside world, a home. Yet, the castle is also described as “piched on a prayere,
a park all about” (768). Difficult to see through the glinting white of the bark-shom
trunks of its oak-palisade, “hit [the castle] schemered and schon thurgh the schyre okes”
(772), the result of his request for shelter is more complex than Gawain suspects. In
exchange for the physical security of the interior, Gawain must leave the mental security
of the exterior. His future now, more than ever, rests on a “prayere,” but Gawain cannot
recognize the new danger he faces because he it too immersed in the role he feels he must
play.

^ “Nere slayn with the slete he slepte in his ymes/Mo nightes then innough in naked rokkes”(729-30).
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Bertilak resembles his castle in that he also has a rational and irrational side. His
Green Knight persona functions primarily as a Folktale Tester, an irrational being whose
movements and motives are unknowable to Gawain. Bertilak, a Satanic Tempter, uses his
rational and good-natured actions to disguise his larger agenda. Under the mask of the
Green Knight, Gawain’s opponent assumes a role that panders to both Gawain and the
audience’s civilized nature. The Green Knight initially affirms Gawain’s value system by
addressing the physical, shame nature of the court with a boldfaced display in kind, one
of pride: “If I were hasped in armes on a high stede,/Here is no mon me to mach, for
myghtes so wayke”(281-2). This display allows Gawain to take immediate if ineffectual
action. That decapitating the Green Knight will not kill him is outside of Gawain’s
control and knowledge (hence, irrational), and he cannot be blamed for failing. By the
chivalric code of the Arthurian Court, Gawain has succeeded by attempting. Gawain’s
opponent then reverses positions with him by assuming the character of Bertilak. Now,
Gawain is the primal figure, placed in close association with the intensely sexual lady and
tempted with the possibility ofsustained earthly life. Bertilak, before the revelation ofthe
end ofthe work and perhaps still after, seems the wronged party, withholding nothing but
his intentions from Gawain. Bertilak deceives with the truth, the hallmark of a Satanic
Tempter. Gawain allows himself to rationalize away the error of accepting the luf-lace in
the name of saving his life: “hit come to his hert/Hit [the luf-lace] were a juel for the
jeopardy that him jugged wereAVhen he acheved to the chapel his chek for to fech”
(1855-7). This is not the laudable celerity with which he accepted the ax fi'om the Green
Knight at the beginning of the poem, but the desperate machinations of a man in fear of

his life.
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The Green Chapel reintroduces the Green Knight and returns Gawain to his
pedestal of refinement. Gawain again plays the role of a hero, a martyr, and offers his
throat to the Green Knight out of duty and honor, marks ofsociety. Although he “schrank
a little with the schulderes for the scharp ym” (2267), the error is excusable and the
Green Knight merely taunts him. This taunting reinforces Gawain’s security in his selfrighteous rationalization: by showing reservation and bravery before death, Gawain
advances both his shame and guilt-culture identities. To Gawain’s knowledge, the Green
Knight knows nothing of the luf lace. Therefore, although Gawain is now to be on the
receiving end of the blow, he still maintains the psychological position of when he dealt
it, the just one. The Green Knight’s insulting language and magical protection made him
deserving of Gawain’s blow; however, Gawain’s choice to keep his word in a game that
is obviously stacked against him seems noble, and his concealment of the luflace from
the Green Knight is justified by the Green Knight’s ability to survive a game that Gawain
cannot. Before the revelation, Gawain feels that the luflace represents only a breach with
Bertilak and that he is free from fault with the Green Knight. The truth of their identities
is a crushing blow to Gawain: “All the blode of his brest blent in his face,/That all he
schrank for schame that the schalk talked”(2371-2). He has now not only lost his virtue
by accepting a gift in secret from the wife of the lord of the house at which he was
sta}dng but has also lost his honor by showing weakness before an opponent. The Green
Knight’s reasonable words, “But for ye loved your lif—^the lasse I you blame” (2368),
are met by Gawain’s unreasonable tirade against womankind,“thurgh wyles of wymmen
be wonnen to sorwe...And all thay were biwyledAVith wymmen that thay used”(2415-
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26). Gawain is now emotionally naked, defenseless against his opponent, and lashes out
like a hurt animal, illogically.
Gawain’s opponent is a character primarily devoted to stripping away the masks
of society that blind Gawain, allowing him to realize his true self. By switching from
Tester to Tempter and then back to Tester, Gawain’s opponent overloads Gawain,forcing
him to make the difficult choice between reputation and life. However, if Gawain’s
opponent is only interested in hurting Gawain, crushing his spirit, the exchange is
meaningless. As the Green Knight, he could have either denounced Gawain to the
Arthurian Court for cowardice or, as Bertilak, confronted him with his wife’s testimony
and demanded his life/honor as punishment. Instead, Gawain’s opponent speaks simply
and directly like a friend who has just played a practical joke and is pleased with the
result. His words are intended to comfort, not harm:
Then loghe that other lede and lovelyly sayd:
T holde hit hardily hole the harme that I had;
Thou art confessed so dene,beknowen ofthy mysses,
And has the penaunce apert ofthe point of myne egge.
I holde the polysed ofthat plight and pured as dene
As thou hades never forfeted sithen thou was first bom (2389-94).
His words show that he feels that his actions towards Gawain have been therapeutic,
emphasizing that Gawain is as guiltless as a newborn.^ Impossible to visualize in reality,
the “point” of his ax must metaphorically represent the beheading game and its purpose
to place Gawain in a situation where he could be confronted with his shortcomings and
be forced to confess them so as to overcome them. However, Gawain does not find
catharsis in the episode. His mental and spiritual despair, although caused by the moral

^ The Green Knight’s words, “sithen thou was first bom”(2394), would seem to indicate that the Gawainpoet did not believe nor expect his audience to believe that humans were sinful from birth. This is in
keeping with the tone of the work as it is Gawain and Gawain alone who is responsible for his actions.
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overload of his opponent’s plan, was not an intended effect ofthat plan. Rather, in a very
Christian way, Gawain’s forced confession was intended to remind him of his inabihty to
save himself and the trust he must therefore place in God. Although Gawain allows
himself to wallow in self-pity and loathing instead of embracing guilt, his opponent
remains encouraging: “I wil the as wel, wye, by my faith/As any gome under God, for
thy grete trauthe”(2469-70). There are no more tests and no more temptations in the last
actions of the Green Knight but only the challenge of accepting one’s imdisguised
motivations.
By the end of the poem, Gawain’s opponent has transcended the limitations
inherent to a Folktale Tester or Satanic Tempter and attained almost divine abilities
(judgment and forgiveness of fault) by combining the two. From his Folktale Tester
persona, he has taken physical symbols of strength (his great size, his ax, and his
supernatural abilities). These qualities allow him to test Gawain by creating a feeling of
supreme physical danger, of dread, in him, which provides the framework in which
Gawain’s opponent sets his more subtle temptations. These temptations come from the
Satanic Tempter persona. From this side of his character, the opponent draws symbols of
weakness (the alluring lady, the promise of escape, and the luflace itself) with which to
assail Gawain’s human frailty. Gawain easily avoids the temptation ofsex as he is wholly
preoccupied with the beheading game^ and quickly rejects Bertilak’s offer ofsilence as, if
he were to flee, it would be impossible to disguise the shame of that act from himself.
The lady’s luf lace successfully tempts him because it appeals to his desire, selfpreservation, while remaining concealable both from outside view and inward reflection.
^ In drye droupyng of dreme draveled that noble,/As mon that was in mourning of mony thro
thoughtes,/How that destiny schulde that day dele him his wyrde/At the Green Chapel when he the gome
metes(1750-3).
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Gawain is a man who has begun hiding things from himself. The rationality or
irrationality of Gawain’s opponent in the specific (the Green Knight vs. Bertilak persona)
has become a moot point in comparison with the overall rationality of his dealings with
Gawain. In opposition to this rationality is the irrationality of Gawain’s final response.
Without the internal protection of his societal masks, Gawain reveals his irrational,
childish character by blaming others for his faults.^ The Green Knight’s earlier, parental
condescension towards the Arthurian Court has culminated in Gawain’s childish
behavior: “Hit are aboute on this bench hot berdles childer” (280). He feels naked and
vulnerable to the scrutiny of the external Green Knight. Gawain does not know how to
conduct himself without the inclusion of his society. By excluding Gawain from the
Arthurian Court, the Green Knight has the opportunity to change the lens with which
Gawain views the ideals of his society. As Bertilak, he is in a position to tempt Gawain to
determine his virtues and weaknesses. As the Green Knight, he has the right to judge and,
if found wanting, punish Gawain. Acting together, the information they have is
overpowering, rendering Gawain impotent.
Once Gawain is helpless, the Green Knight delivers the final blow by forgiving
him. The “point of myne [the Green Knight’s] egge”(2392), as it is a point that finds the
chinks in Gawain’s ethical rather than physical armor,

That the Green Knight’s

concluding stroke is one ofrational points rather than material edges cements his role as a
judge of character and morality. Were the Green Knight to have removed Gawain’s
head, he would have vindicated Gawain and the court’s initial impression of him as an
unreasoning and inherently violent foe. Gawain would have died a coward’s death for
taking the luf lace, and chaos would triumph. However, the Green Knight’s sparing of
’’ See Gawain’s tirade on women,2415-26.
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Gawain constitutes a victory of reason over Gawain’s irrationality. It is reasonable for
Gawain’s opponent to spare him as a reasonable human would want to preserve his life.
Because Gawain has broken no rule of the beheading game itself, there is no reason this
natural urge for survival should be punished. The abuse that Gawain heaps upon himself,
“Now am I fauty and falce, ferde have bene ever of trecherye and untrauthe” (2383-4),
would seem to indicate that he would rather have been killed than to have erred for fear
of death: “For care of thy knokke cowardice me taght”(2379). In anticipation of this, his
opponent has already gone to some lengths to reassure Gawain that he has much to be
proud of,“As perle by the white pese is of pris more,/So is Gawayn in good faith by other
gay knightes” (2364-5). But Gawain’s obstinate self-loathing prompts the Green Knight
to the problematic act of declaring Gawain forgiven by him and that forgiveness to have
washed Gawain “as clene/As thou hades never forfeted sithen thou was first bom”(23934). Forgiveness of this level must be taken as more than mere overemphasis in a poem so
lapped with religious speech and imagery.^ By doing over emphasizing how quickly he
will forgive Gawain’s minor fault, the Green Knight confronts Gawain with his failures
in the exchange of gifts game and names them as sins. That Gawain can be forgiven of
these sins and should take pride in his virtues demonstrates that the games have been
intended as a lesson to him which should provoke a reevaluation of his goals and values.
His fall is fortunate for him, afelix culpa.

* Gawain’s religiosity (e.g. the double icons of his shield and his fervent prayers to Mary for rest in the
wilderness) strongly demonstrate him as a Christian hero. Additionally, Bertilak and even Morgan la Fey’s
devout attendance of Mass prevents them from being seen as purely pagan figures.
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Chapter Two*
Shame and Guilt-Culture

In the previous chapter, a discussion of rationality and irrationality questioned the
motivations of both Gawain and the Green Knight. Although applicable, logic alone
cannot fully explain motivation in the work. Reasonable action is determined by the
society with which the individual identifies themselves. Culture, therefore, also affects
motivation. E. R. Dodds makes a strong argument for the existence ofshame and guilt as
the two primary motivational elements in classical culture in his work The Greeks and the
Irrational In the work, Dodds argues that tension exists between the shame-culture of
Greece’s proud, Homeric military nature and the guilt-culture of its religious, debt
oriented familial relationships (Dodds 28-38). A shame-culture elevates public deeds of
heroism to the position of greatest glory because these deeds fulfill a vital role in it:
“Homeric man’s highest good is not the enjoyment of a quiet conscience, but the
enjoyment of time, public esteem”(Dodds 17). This makes sense in a warrior culture like
the Greeks of Homer’s Iliad and the knights of the Arthurian Court because such a
culture would naturally reward distinguishing acts of bravery on the battle field with
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money and respect in the hopes of both retaining that powerful individual’s services and
encouraging him to greater service by creating a sense of obligation between the warrior
and his lord. Individuals involved in a culture such as this would be “shamed” into
successively greater acts of puissance by the fear of being bested by their rivals and
despised by their people: “In the heraldic perspective external actions, not inner motives,
determine knightly excellence. Nobility is seen not as a static quality but as one that must
be maintained through action (Clein 29). These heraldic principles can be used to
understand motivation in a chivalric society, as the principles of heraldry, the
iconographic expression of one’s inner qualities, are similar to those a shame-culture. In
an appearance centered culture, the determination needed to enter battle and likely die for
others must be reinforced by all levels of society if the warrior is to be sufficiently
motivated. Although wealth can also play a large role in the process, it offers no incentive
to fight to the death; rather, only ideology can make death preferable to life in battle.^
Medieval Western Europe, in addition to elements of shame-culture, also
inherited elements of guilt-culture from the East in the form of Christianity. Guiltcultures such as Christianity, like shame-cultures, use societal pressures to motivate the
individual to conform to their ideals. Unlike shame-cultures, guilt-cultures focus on
spiritual combat. While the heroes of earlier works such as those of Homer might exalt
their battle prowess in a natural expression of their worth in their society, some works of
classical Greece such as Oedipus Rex warn against this same exultation and name it
hubris.10 Much of the literature of the medieval period of Western Europe resembles
ancient Greece in that many earlier works, such as Beowulf, demonstrate a similar
^ “In the Iliad heroism does not bring happiness; its sole, and sufficient, reward is fame”(Dodds 29).
“It is only in the Late Archaic and Early Classical time that the phthonos [divine jealousy] idea becomes
an oppressive menace, a source—or expression—ofreligious anxiety”(Dodds 30).
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emphasis on physical ability while several later works, such as saints lives, tend to reject
physicality as unreligious, promoting self-denial and asceticism as the virtues of the true
Christian. The interpretation of Augustine s Original Sin can be seen as conceptually
11

similar to the characteristic jealousy of the Greek gods

in that a Western Christian

might have felt that the mere fact of his birth both indebted him to God for allowing such
a sinful being the gift of life and that his life was forfeit as a result. The guilt that Gawain
feels in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight after taking the luflace and thereby breaking
the exchange of gifts game is compounded by the knowledge that he has sinned against
God as well. Coming from a guilt-culture, the Christian, Arthurian Court, Gawain must
deal with both the potential, rational consequences of accepting the luflace in secret and
the unjustified, irrational guilt of having placed his faith in a material object, an idol,
rather than God.
The Green Knight is both the fulcrum upon which the linked elements of
Gawain’s shame and guilt-culture balance and the cause ofthe dismption ofthat balance.
The Green Knight’s initial affirmation of the rationality of Gawain’s society is an
affirmation of the shame-culture upon which it was built. By presenting himself to the
Arthurian Court as a threatening figure, he creates a unifying, communal response that
provides the knights of the court, in this case Gawain, with the rare opportunity to prove
their worth and loyalty directly before the assembled court rather than in the bluster and
hurry of battle. Gawain, a valuable and tmstworthy knight with whom Arthur feels
comfortable enough to jest even in a time of great tension,*^ assuredly has no need to
prove his loyalty. Instead, Gawain seems to leap to action out of a sense of duty, of
“The thought is rather that the gods resent any success, any happiness, which might for a moment lift our
mortality above its mortal status, and so encroach on their prerogative”(Dodds 29).
“If thou redes him right, redily I trowe/That thou schal bide the bur that he schal bede after”(373-4).
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obligation, to his lord: “me think hit not semly, as hit is soth knowen/There such an
asking is hevened so high in your sale,/Thagh ye yourself be talenttyf, to take hit to
yourselven” (348-50). Here, in the beginning of the work, Gawain’s personal desires
mirror the court’s expectations of him because Gawain’s faith in the court has not yet
been challenged.
As mentioned in chapter one, Gawain’s real meaning is not “seemly” but “wise”;
however, when culture is taken into account, the issue becomes not only if Arthur is
acting rationality but also if he has any right to act at all. Gawain bases his petition for the
challenge on the inherent superiority that Arthur has as lord of the sale and the distance
that that superiority should place between the lord and outsiders. Arthur’s acceptance
would demean the knights of the court by making it appear that they were not powerful
enough to do so, casting an unfavorable light on them and raising the question of the
necessity oftheir services in the first place.
Gawain’s taking ofthe challenge is not only objectively rational(a knight’s life is
worth less than a king’s) but also socially appropriate as, in his shame-culture, a knight
has both the responsibility and the right to affirm the worth of his position by protecting
his lord. However, by only claiming the challenge after Arthur, Gawain reveals the
reluctance he feels to take up such an irrational challenge. This hesitation may spring
from a reluctance on Gawain’s part to accept the challenge before Arthur has been given
a chance to react; however, were this the case, it would seem an even greater disrespect to
interrupt the king after he has made his choice. Gawain interrupts abruptly, in the
moment that Arthur is about to swing, but does so with speech both exceedingly polite
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and exceedingly careful.

By diminishing himself, “I am the wakkest” (354), Gawain

ensures that Arthur will not feel that his power is being usurped; by casting the question
of whether it is appropriate for him to ask it of Arthur to the court as a whole, “if I carp
not comlyly let all this court riche/Bout blame”(360-1), he reaffirms the executive power
that community, as the force in a shame-culture that determines social mores, holds.
Gawain has acted irreproachably, delighting the Green Knight with this show of his
courtly skill.

However, the Green Knight is not playing the same game as Gawain. He

has not come to bandy words but to challenge the validity of Gawain’s identity, his
culture.
When the Green Knight rises headless from the floor, Gawain is bound to the now
unsavory bargain by more than just his oath: Gawain’s earlier declaration that he is “of
wyt feeblest”(354) implies that he is the most courageous of the knights by pointing out
his disregard for logic and reason; however, Gawain’s very denial of his ability to
rationalize is, itself, a rationalization. Once again, Gawain places great importance on
appearance; by pretending to be too stupid to recognize the danger inherent in the Green
Knight’s challenge, Gawain ensures that he will be viewed in a desirable light by the
court as a knight who values the pride of his culture more than his own life. Even after
the Green Knight rises, Gawain continues to act unconcernedly.^^ Ironically, he would
have been able to maintain the mask ofthe Pentangle Knight, careless towards death, due
to his inability to find the Green Chapel had he not cried out for respite in the wilderness:

“I am the wakkest, I wot, and of wyt feeblest,/And lest lur of my lif, who laytes the soth./Bot for as much
as ye are myne em I am only to prayse,/No bounty bot your blode I in my body knowe./And sithen this note
is so nys that noght hit yow falles,/And I have frayned hit at yow first, foldes hit to me;/And if I carp not
comlyly let all this court riche/Bout blame”(354-61).
14
“Sir Gawayn, me likes/That I schal fonge at thy fust that I have frayst here”(390-1).
“The knight [Gawain] made ay good chere/And sayd, ‘What schulde I wonde?/Of destinyes derf and
dere/What may mon do bot fonde?’”(562-5).
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46

I beseche the, Lord^And Mary, that is mildest moder so dere/Of sum herber there
highly I might here masse” (753-5). Gawain is willing to admit his human frailty of
desiring shelter and the comforts of religion when he is in need because the wilderness
offers no audience. Although entering Bertilak’s castle may have saved his physical form
from the elements, Gawain has now lost the anonymity of the wild. He has exchanged
physical peril — the basis for shame-culture — for moral uncertainty — the dominion of
guilt-culture.
Bertilak’s castle proves to be Gawain’s undoing: on the one hand, it offers rest
from the physical dangers and exertions of the outside world but, on the other, provides
Gawain with an opportunity to err that was not present in the unsocial wild. By entering
the castle, Gawain leaves the physically charged but morally sterile wilderness through
which he has been traveling. While outside of society, Gawain is static, forever the
perfect Pentangle Knight. Were he to die due to exposure or wild beasts, he would have
been martyred for his ideals; were he to survive the wilderness and gain the Green Chapel
without entering the castle, the poem’s final beheading scene would likely resemble its
analogs*^ in lack of moral as Gawain would live or die according to the Green Knight’s
whim. The castle is the best and only place between the Arthurian Court and the Green
Chapel for the Green Knight to force Gawain to take a more active role in his fate. While
Gawain remains pleased with his new surroimdings, he is ignorant that this physical
manifestation of the chivalric, shame-culture, world with which he is comfortable is also
a proving ground for the very things it seems to represent. The castle is attractive to
Gawain because it is familiar. Bertilak’s hospitality is replete with actions that must seem
16 4

‘There as clateratide fro the crest the colde borne rennes/And henged high over his hede in hard iisseikkles”(731-2).
17
See the “Bricriu’s Feast” and “Caradoc” sections ofchapter three.
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reminiscent of the court Gawain has left while Bertilak himself possesses a comforting
presence and manner: “wel him [Bertilak] semed for soothe, as the segge [Gawain]
thought,/To lede a lordschyp in lee of ledes fill good”(848-9). Ironically, that Bertilak is
a “huge hathel for the nones and of high elde”(844) must be comforting to Gawain. In
the logic of a shame-culture, Bertilak would be a stronger, better leader because of his
imposing physic; however, the very size that comforts Gawain also hints at Bertilak’s
true nature: Gawain has deceived by the very appearances in which he places his faith, by
the very things that he is comforted by. His opponent uses the familiar elements of a
shame-society (sale, lord, and the games of society) to imprison Gawain without his
18

realizing it. As Gawain becomes more comfortable in the castle,

he becomes

increasingly indebted to Bertilak for his hospitality and proportionately unable to refuse
his proposals: “Ye, sir, for soothe,’ sayd the segge true [Gawain],/*While I bide in your
[Bertilak’s] burgh be bayn to your best” (1091-2). Gawain’s recogmtion of the debt that
he owes Bertilak as a guest, “bayn to your best,” makes him, at least temporarily, his
vassal, and Gawain plays along with his little games without pause for thought. Were the
situation to have remained like this, Gawain’s shame-culture reactions would have been
affirmed as he would have had nothing to withhold firom Bertilak and could have left
with a clean conscience. The introduction of a third party, the lady, is the disharmonious
chord that forces Gawain to reflect on his motivations as he is faced with a threat to his
guilt-culture.
Bertilak’s lady’s failed seduction of Gawain disguises her tme purpose, to force
Gawain to rationalize away his guilt-culture mores. Her attempts on Gawain’s flesh

18(

‘There were boun at his bode bumes iimowe/That broght him to a bright boure there bedding was noble
(852-3).
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primarily constitute a test of competing value systems. Although adultery would
constitute a breach of Gawain’s guilt-culture, Christianity, the lady herself invokes
19

Gawain as being known for having “lenged” with other women. showing that such a
breach would not, normally, concern Gawain. However, as shown by Gawain’s dream
before the lady’s third visit,^^ Gawain is wholly concerned with the beheading game, an
expression of shame-culture norms, and lacks real sexual desire. Throughout the lady’s
visits, she grows increasingly belligerent. One consequence of this increased
aggressiveness is a rapid scaling up of her use of shame-language.^^ By challenging
Gawain’s identity, she intends to shame him into compliance; however, Gawain s
rhetoric allows him to evade this trap. By the third visit, the lady has realized that Gawain
is too secure in his shame-culture to be easily swayed. The introduction of the luflace is
the sign of a shift in the lady’s tactics to an assault on his gmlt-ethos, a sign to which
Gawain is blinded by the promise ofthe girdle.
The luflace is a death sentence for Gawain, a temptation that he cannot refuse so
long as he is not suicidal. Because Gawain naturally desires to live but equally desires his
reputation to remain untarnished, he must accept the luflace as the only option that will
allow both. As Gawain has no way of knowing that the lady has any knowledge of his
plight,^^ he assumes that her expounding of the luflace’s powers is merely a mechanism
to encourage him to accept it. This logical but incorrect assumption creates a scene of
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So good as Gawayn gaynly is holden,/And cortaysye is closed so dene in himselven,/Couth not lightly
have lenged so long with a lady/Bot he had craved a cosse by his cortaysye,/By sum towch ofsum trifle at
sum tales ende.”(1297-301)
20
In drye droupjmg of dreme draveled that noble,/As mon that was in mourning of mony thro
thoghtes,/How that destiny schulde that day dele him his wyyrde/At the Grene Chapel when he the gome
metes,/And behoves his buffet abide withoute debate more”(1750-4).
21
“That becomes uch a knight that cortaysye uses”(1491).
22
Notice that the ladies are called after Gawain explains his situation to Bertilak: “Then the host seized
him, set Gawain by his side,/And bid the ladies be fetched to increase their delight”(1083-4).
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great dramatic irony as Gawain accepts what he thinks he most needs from the lady,
believing her to be ignorant of the use he will put it to when she knows better than he its
true significance. By coveting the luflace, Gawain replaces God with a physical object
and makes an idolater of himself Gawain has made a questionable trade. Logically, he
has chosen to augment the unsure protection of God with a present, if superstitious, offer;
23

however, in doing so, he forgets his previously rewarded faith in God.
Gawain can be accused of trading the works of God for those of man in his final
hour, giving in to the temptation, not of sex, but of life itself This sin is what the Green
Knight confronts Gawain with at the Green Chapel. Gawain has lost the perfection of his
former identity, the Pentangle Knight, and feels hopeless without his comfortable mask.
Gawain’s refusal to accept the luflace from the Green Knight as a positive symbol of his
growth shows that, at the moment at least, he has failed to imderstand the Green Kmght s
lesson: were Gawain to remain the Pentangle Knight, he would die; therefore, if Gawain
of
does not wish to die, something that has already been clearly shown by his acceptance
the luflace, he must accept that his old identity was inherently flawed because it did not
represent his true nature. Here, as Gawain’s illusions and self-indulgent dreams melt
away, the Green Knight seizes the opportunity to invite him to join Morgan s

court and

create a new identity.^"* Although his first invitation might seem only a fiiendly gesture to
join in holiday festivities, “we schal revel the remnaunt ofthis rich fest”(2402), that it is
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I beseche the, Lord,/And Mary, that is mildest moder so dere/Ofsum herber there highly nug

masse”(753-5).
24

^
And ye schal in this New Yere ayayn to my wones,/And we schal revel the remnaunt o
fest/Ful bene.’/There lathed him fast the lord [Gawain]/And sayd, ‘With my wyf, I wene,/We s
wel acorde,/That was your eirniy kene’”(2400-7).

23

j^ch

quickly followed by another, more explicit invitation shows that Gawain’s opponent is
not only interested in Gawain’s motivations but also in his immediate future:
Ho is even thyn aunt, Arthures half-suster.
The Duches doghter ofTyntagelle, that dere liter after
Had Arthur upon,that athel is nowthe.
Therefore I ethe the, hathel, to com to thyn aunt.
Make mery in my house; my meyny the levies.
And I wil the as wel, wye, by my faith.
As any gome under God,for thy grete trauthe(2464-70).
The Green Knight is specific and blunt with regards to his own desires, namely that
Gawain leave the Arthurian Court and join Morgan’s, “Make mery in my house.” By
invoking the blood-relationship between Gawain and Morgan in detail, the Green Knight
hopes to remind Gawain that the shame-culture, familial bond that he shares with Morgan
is or can be as strong as the one he shares with Arthur; by his earlier compliment to
Gawain’s “grete trauthe,” he softens the blow he dealt earlier when he exposed Gawain’s
untruth in the exchange of gifts game by reminding him that he has remained true to the
beheading game. That Gawain is unable to accept the Green Kmght’s forgiveness

and

feels the need to return to the Arthurian Court reveals that he still clings to his cultural
identity.
Despite the Green Knight’s complex plan and subtle dialog, Gawain is still fi*ee to
choose his future. Gawain’s hubris has neither condemned him to death at the hands of
the Green Knight nor removed from him all human sentiment. Rather, the grieving,
flawed Gawain of the end of the work is more human than the godlike, unreachable
figure of the work’s beginning. The Green Knight has not succeeded in removing
Gawain’s shame and guilt-culture heritage but has changed the way Gawain views them.
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And he [Gawain] nikked him [the Green Knight] nay, he nolde by no wayes”(2471).
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Like a Satanic Tempter,^^ Gawain’s opponent assumes the guises of the Green Knight
and Bertilak not to disguise truth but to reveal it. He is an adversary meant to show
Gawain the error of his ways and administers punishment in keeping with Gawain’s own
wishes. In the end, without regard to any deception on the opponent’s part, Gawain is
responsible for his own decision to undergo Bertilak’s temptations and the Green
Knight’s tests. He willingly leaps forth from the high table to take the axe and willingly
ventures forth from the Arthurian Court. Both his shame-culture and his gmlt-culture
identities are self-destructive, leading him to ever greater feats of daring or acts of selfsacrifice. His opponent’s punishment leads to a struggle between Gawain’s two natures
from which springs the realization that his nature is not a fixed and immutable constant
but a fluid and dynamic, self-realized ideal. Gawain’s new question is not where he
belongs but if he should belong at all. The end of the work does not provide a defimtive
solution to Gawain’s new problem of identity; however, what is clear from Gawain s
speech to the Arthurian Court is that he will no longer struggle with pride:
‘Lo, lord,’ quoth the lede [Gawain], and the lace hondeled,
‘This is the bende ofthis blame I here in my nek;
This is the lothe and the losse that I light have
Ofcowardice and covetyse that I have caght thare;
This is the token of untrauthe that I am tan inne.
And I mot nedes hit were while I may last(2504-10).
This humility, if nothing else, proves the worth ofthe Green Knight’s trial.
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‘Xerxes was tempted by an ^alastor or evil daemon.’ But Aeschylus himself knows better: as Darius
ghost explains later, the temptation was the punishment of hubris; what to the partial vision of the living
appears as the act of a fiend, is perceived by the wider insight of the dead to be an aspect of cosmic justice”
(Dodds 39).
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Chapter Three:
Analogous Structures

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is a work defined by the uniqueness ofits parts.
The beheading game, exchange of gifts game, and seduction game are individually
complex and, as a whole, frame the core problem of the poem, Gawain’s uncertainty in
his relationship and interactions with the Green Kmght. Each time Gawain interacts with
the Green Knight or his emissary, the lady, he does so in the context of a game. These
games raise questions about Gawain’s rationality and the voracity of the cultural values
he identifies with. Because the games are linked, the conclusion ofthe beheading game is
also the culmination of the exchange of gifts and seduction games. Despite the complex
structure that is created by the interrelation of the games, there is also a larger context in
which they were meant to be viewed. The games ofSir Gawain and the Green Knight are
not unique to it; instead, the Gawain-poet likely drew on previous works and traditions to
create themes, characters, and scenes immediately recognizable to at least a portion ofthe
medieval audience. Primarily recognizable from these analogs are the Folktale Testers
that appear in them; for instance, the antagonist of both The Feast of Bricriu {Fled
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Bricrenri) and Caradoc challenges the protagonist to a beheading game that does not,
despite several plot twists in each, redefine the protagonist’s understanding of himself or
his culture. Because the narrative of the work would likely have been immediately
recognizable to a medieval audience, the Gawain-poet is able to exploit the conditioned
responses of the audience to create entirely new meamngs not foimd in the analogs.
While each of the five analogs that I have chosen. The Feast ofBricriu, Caradoc^ Yder,
and The Knight with the Sword, contain one or more elements that could have greatly
contributed to the formulation of the games of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, none
can account for the Green Knight’s actions in those games. Unlike the testers of the
analogs, his motivations are not clearly laid out: if the Green Kmght were only testing
Gawain, his failure of the seduction game would have ensured his death; however, the
Green Knight’s interest lies not only in Gawain*s actions but also his motivations.

Setting the Stage
The Green Knight’s first appearance in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is very
similar to that of Eliavres in the 12* century French romance, Caradoc. In Caradoc,
Eliavres, an enchanter, arrives while Arthur is hosting a feast day, the Feast of the Holy
Pentecost, at which he plans to knight the protagonist, Caradoc. As in Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight, King Arthur refuses to eat until he has seen something imusual. The
desired event appears in the form of a strange knight who requests a beheading game.
Caradoc accepts the challenge, and the strange knight predictably survives and all parties
agree to meet on the spot in one year’s time to see Caradoc receive his return blow. After

27

the set time elapses, the strange knight returns and spares Caradoc, revealing to Caradoc
that he is his true father, the enchanter Eliavres.
There are several elements of Caradoc*^ beheading game that seem to have either
influenced the events of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight or been drawn from the same
tradition. The Arthur of Caradoc, like the one of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,
27

refuses to begin the feast until he has seen something marvelous,

In Caradoc, this

hesitation only serves to heighten the anticipation before Eliavres’ arrival; however, in
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Arthur’s immaturity is a key part of the Green
Knight’s argument against Gawain’s culture. Although the childish attitude and action of
Arthur directly precede the entrance of the challenger in both works, the Arthur of
Caradoc does not continue to act childishly during the beheading game and seems
28

disapproving of the proceedings.

Because the Arthur of Sir Gawain and the Green

Knight persists so far in his foolishness as to endanger himself and, therefore, the entire
court in a brash and thoughtless reaction when he seizes the Green Kmght’s ax, it is clear
that something profound has changed between the two works. This change becomes clear
with a comparison ofthe two protagonists, Caradoc and Gawain.
Caradoc is a young man, newly knighted, when Eliavres appears in the court.
Although the rest of the court pauses to consider “what honour they could win by striking
him [Eliavres], Caradoc cannot tolerate inaction and leaps forward to claim the
challenger’s sword. His actions, although rash, are the actions of an impulsive youth.
Because the older, more mature knights ofthe court realize the folly of Eliavres’ proposal
27

In Caradoc, Sir Kay’s attempt to convince Arthur that it is time to begin the feast, “when it pleases you,
it will be time for you to take the water,” meets a petty and selfish retort, “don’t be in such a hiury! By all
God’s saints, you know very well that as long as I have been holding royal court I have never eaten, and
water will never be distributed before some cause for wonder has been seen.”(Arthiu: 11).
28

The King and all the nobles ofthe court were very disturbed”(Arthur 12).

28
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and try to stop Caradoc,

he does not reflect badly on the society as a whole as the

Arthur of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight does but only on himself, responding to
Eliavres question of whether Caradoc is the best knight present with the self-accusation
“Certainly not,just the biggest fool!” (Arthur 14). Compare these words with Gawain’s
response to a similar question by the Green Knight,“I am the wakkest, I wot, and of wyt
feeblest” (354). While Caradoc, as a new,imtried knight may actually be a fool, Gawain,
as an established, experienced knight, is most certainly not. Unlike Caradoc, Gawain
cannot attribute his taking of the Green Knight’s challenge to any lack of experience on
his part. Instead, Gawain must step forward because Arthur foolishly accepts a challenge
that could kill him and, in doing so, denies his knights their very place in society

as

protectors of their lord. Gawain’s speech to Arthur^^ is meant to admonish Arthur and
remind him that he is not acting in a manner proper for his role in society. By making
Gawain the symbolic protector of his shame-culture, the Gawain-poet ensures that any
critique of Gawain is also an assault on his society.
Because of his personal involvement in the game, Eliavres behavior is umque to
his challenger. He is not interested in testing society as a whole but focuses solely on
Caradoc because, as Caradoc is his son, he is personally involved with him. However, the
Green Knight lacks any prior history with Gawain and knows him only from rumor. His
pleasure that Gawain will be his opponent stems purely from the opportunity that Gawain
presents: if the Green Knight succeeds in tempting Gawain, one of the best of Arthur s
knights, to betray his values, then the folly of those values might become apparent not
only to Gawain but to all the members of Arthur’s court. In order to accomplish this goal.
29

‘Sir Yvain almost ran up to grab the sword from his [Caradoc’s] hands”(Arthur 12).
‘For me [Gawain] think hit not semly, as hit is soth knowen,/There such an asking is hevened so high in
yoiur sale,/Thagh ye [Arthur] yourself be talenttyf, to take hit to yourselven”(348-50).
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the Gawain-poet takes the year long, blank period between the beheading scenes in
Caradoc and transforms it into the core of the poem’s plot. Because Gawain, unlike
Caradoc, is forced to leave the familiar surroundings of the Arthurian Court, the Green
Knight has both more opportunities to test Gawain and more control over those tests. Yet,
even this structure is not without precedent in the literary tradition.
th

Preserved in the 12**^ century Book ofDun Cow but originating as early as the 8
century, Bricriu *s Feast contains a challenge that transports not only the protagonist but
also his entire society to an unfamiliar court. In Fled Bricriu, Bricriu of the Evil Tongue
invites the assembled body ofthe Ulster clan to a feast he is holding at his new mead hall;
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however, they are reluctant to accept because they rightly fear a trap,

Bricriu soon

resorts to threats, and, confronted with the horrifying prospect that he will create “enmity
between father and son,” provoke “a quarrel between mother and daughter,” and set
each of the Ulster women at variance, so that they come to deadly blows till their breasts
become loathsome and putrid”(Henderson 3), the men of Ulster have little choice but to
accept. While it is obvious that the first and second threats are attacks on familial
relationships, the third threat, despite being directed only at adults, is also a threat to the
family. As symbols of fertility, the breasts of the women of Ulster are intimately
connected with the clan’s future, their children. Bricriu’s threats are symbolic attacks on
the very existence of the Ulster society. Once again, an important distinction can be
drawn between the actions of the Green Knight and those of his predecessors. Although
32

the Green Knight is concerned with the society he challenges as a whole.

he does not

31

No; for if we go our dead will outnumber our living, when Bricriu has incensed us against each other
(Henderson 3).
32
The Green Knight’s speech is derogatory to the Arthurian court as a whole: “Hit are about on this bench
bot berdles childer”(280).
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resort to threatening the marginal elements (women and children) but confidently
confronts the king and his knights. Unlike Bricriu, the Green Knight does not hate the
Arthurian Court but only wishes to change their minds. This key difference is also
apparent in Caradoc. During the second beheading scene, Eliavres adnuts that, were
33

anyone other than Caradoc to have accepted his challenge, he would have killed him,
but, even though the Green Knight has no ties to Gawain, he spares him. While the testers
of Sir Gawain and the Green Knighfs analogs behave in expected patterns, the Green
Knight rejects previous convention and uses Gawain’s expectations in an unexpected
manner.

Hosts
The importance of hosts in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and several of its
analogs cannot be overstated. Even though Gawain is unaware of Bertilak’s identity, his
shame-culture mores still prompt him to treat his host with great deference. Because of
the respect the Green Knight knows he will enjoy as Gawain’s host, he can be confident
that Gawain will participate in the exchange of gifts game. As Gawain’s host, the Green
Knight can claim the right ofjudgment should Gawain betray his trust. Yet, the Green
Knight is not the first watchful host that Gawain has had. In the 13^*' century French
romance, The Knight with the Sword, Gawain accepts the hospitality of a seemingly
friendly knight and agrees to stay at his castle that night. As Gawain makes his way
leisurely to the castle in order to give the lord enough time to prepare, he overhears four
shepherds bewailing the fact that such a “handsome knight” (Arthur 89) would be
33

‘Do you know why I didn’t kill you? You are my son and I am your father”(Arthur 15).
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mistreated. Upon inquiry, Gawain learns that the lord of the castle is known to kill all
those who oppose him in anything. Despite not facing the danger that the Gawain of Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight faced from the elements, he continues on because, as he
has already promised to stay, he does not want to shame himself by turning away in fear.
Upon reaching the castle, Gawain is wined and dined in splendor. To Gawain’s
amazement, however, the host orders his daughter to obey Gawain in anything he asks
and then commands his servants to prepare his own bed for Gawain, making sure that it is
not “too narrow, though, for my daughter will lie with him [Gawain]” (Arthur 93). The
rub appears when he first tries to make love to the girl. She stops him and reveals that she
has a guard, an enchanted sword that hangs over the bed. Gawain, despite the warning of
the shepherds, still cannot resist his host’s daughter. Yet, the girl alone is not what tempts
him; instead, Gawain decides to press on as it is “better to die with honour than to live a
long time in shame” (Arthur 95). This fear of sexual shame plays a large part in the
character of the Gawain of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight as well. Gawain is not
interested in the sexual enticements Bertilak’s lady offers but still cannot ignore her
presence. He must acknowledge her desires and play her game if he wishes to retain his
identity. She, like all challenges for Gawain,cannot be passed over.
Although the Gawain of The Knight with the Sword, like the Gawain of Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight, is shown as sexually fallible, the protagonists of the other
analogs, Cuchulainn, Caradoc, and Yder do not stmggle with sexual temptation. Of
course, Cuchulainn and Caradoc’s libidos are never tried in their works; however, Yder’s
is. In the 13*’’ century French romance. The Romance of Yder, Yder sets off from the

32

Arthurian Court frustrated by Arthur’s childish forgetfulness.^"^ On his way, he meets a
king bearing splendid armor who offers to knight him and provide him with his
magnificent arms: “He [Yder] was going to find a Hegelord, he said, who would be able
to make him a knight. ‘You have foimd him,’ the king replied; ‘look at my fine arms;
would you like to win these?”’(Adams 35). In both analogs ofSir Gawain and the Green
Knight in which Arthur appears and in the poem itself, Arthur is shown as a boy-king,
impulsive and impatient, yet no one willingly leaves Arthur’s court in Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight or Caradoc. Yder proves the interesting exception because it shows a
protagonist willingly leaving the Arthurian Court because he is dissatisfied with its
values. Because Yder is not passively reliant upon society to define his role, he can
determine his own fate.
After Yder confirms that he desires the king’s arms, the king agrees to give them
to him if Yder can resist the advances of the king’s promiscuous wife until he returns
from his journey. Yder, knowing that he has the love of his lady to protect him, eagerly
agrees to the arrangement: “But soon he [Yder] would be a kmght for it would be
impossible for any woman to please him except the one who had his heart; he would
never love another”(Adams 35). Young and in love, Yder knows that he is immune to all
other women’s charms and views the queen only as a challenge to be overcome. This
marginalizing of women as imfeeling sexual objects to be used for the host’s purposes
also appears in The Knight with the Sword. After each attempt to draw close to the girl is
met with the swift point of the sword, Gawain resigns himself to the fact that he cannot
34

Yder, as of yet unknighted, had rendered great assistance to Arthur by defeating two knights for him
before knowing his name. Upon discovering Arthur’s identity, Yder becomes excited because he feels that
Arthur will knight him for the service he renders him. Arthur instead thoughtlessly forgets Yder and returns
to his normal courtly life only to regret his foolishness later and fruitlessly sends several knights in search
of Yder.

33

have his way with her; however, when the host greets him in the morning, he is not
chastised for these attempts. The host is not concerned that Gawain has been stabbed for
attempting the maiden’s chastity, only that the sword did not instantly kill Gawain. In the
35

host’s eyes, Gawain’s survival is all this important.
By causing Gawain to sleep with the girl, the host symbolically married them,
even having the bloody sheets to prove it. Before formally acknowledging Gawain as his
daughter’s fiance, the host enquires as to Gawain’s name and family so that he can be
sure that the alliance will be a good one. As only a Folktale Tester, the host is only
concerned with Gawain’s shame-culture attributes: both the sword and his later questions
are intended to test Gawain’s worth in a chivalric society. The Green Kmght, when he
sends the lady to Gawain, is also interested in Gawain’s morality. As Bertilak, unlike the
host of The Knight with the Sword, most certainly did not insist that Gawain should enjoy
his wife while he was gone, Gawain’s shame-culture sensibilities easily protect him.
Because these mores allow him to resist easily the lady’s initial advances, he is
unprepared for the temptation ofthe luflace, a temptation that should have been met with
a guilt-culture response.
The association between death and sex in The Knight with the Sword and Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight is crucial. Gawain experiences frustration in his
relationship with the ladies of both stories because of the multiple problems each
represents. In both situations, Gawain can see a direct link between sexual activity and
physical destruction. The Gawain of The Knight with the Sword faces a paradoxical
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’Do you know how I have tested all the knights in the world who go out in search of adventures? They
could all have lain in this bed and they all would have had to die, one by one, until it happened that the best
man of all should come. The sword was to make the choice for me,for it wasn’t supposed to kill the best
man when he came here”(Arthur 98).
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situation: he must obey his host’s commands, as Gawain has already been warned that
even the slightest deviation from the host’s wishes will be met with death,^’ yet the host’s
commands greatly encourage “playing a certain game” (Arthur 96), leaving Gawain
paralyzed with indecision. The Gawain of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight faces a
similar, but more subtle, paradox. With the beheading game looming on the horizon,
Gawain cannot lightly break the exchange of gifts game with the lord nor ignore the
societal mores that forbid the cuckolding of one’s host. The key change that the Gawainpoet makes is to remove the threatening, physical embodiment of the danger, the
enchanted sword, and replace it with the innocuous, metaphorical danger of the luflace.
Because the Gawain of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight feels that the only consequence
that will result from his acceptance ofthe luflace is the pang ofhis own conscience, he is
willing to take the reality of the help the luflace offers over the bare possibility of mercy
on the Green Knight’s part. While logical, this transferal of faith from God to an
inanimate, magical object is equivalent to idolatry. Gawain has ignored his guilt-cultural
morals and failed the exchange of gifts game and, therefore, the beheading game.
In Yder, the queen recognizes, as Bertilak’s lady does later, that a two-pronged
attack has the highest probability of effectiveness; therefore, she launches an all-out
assault on Yder’s sexuality and materialism. She catches Yder sleeping and wakes him
by placing her arm around his neck. Yder, startled by the queen’s presence, attempts to
pull away, causing the queen to respond that she knows that he has been talking to the
king but that she has “much better [arms] than you will have from my husband and a
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Do not put out the candles, for I would be very angry at that. I have ordered this because I want him to
see your great beauty when you are lying in his arms”(Arthur 94)
37
My lord [Gawain], they say in this region that if anyone contradicts him [the host]in anything, whatever
it may be, good or bad, he has him killed”(Arthur 89).
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good horse with fine equipment” (Adams 39). Her decision to make Yder’s material
aspirations the focus of her seduction is a soimd one. As she is apparently familiar with
the role she is expected to play in her husband’s games, she can immediately strike a
return blow by making an even better counteroffer. However,through no fault of her own
but because of factors outside of her control, namely, that Yder is madly in love, her plan
does not succeed. Yder rejects her advances and then sermonizes about how adultery is
shameful and his true love will never be swayed. The queen once again attempts to draw
close to him at which point he, amusingly enough, kicks her in the stomach, causing her
to leave in disgrace. These actions are suitable to Yder’s youth and inexperience. The
host is amused to hear of his wife’s repulsion and willingly grants him a fine set of arms,
reaffirming the correctness of Yder’s actions in his shame-culture. Finding her original
assault fhiitless, like the queen of Yder, Bertilak’s lady also makes an appeal to Gawain
38

based on material wealth.

Gawain is easily able to reject this temptation because he is a

fully established, fully outfitted knight. Unlike Yder, Gawain has no need of wealth to
become a knight; instead, his needs are more immediate: he has need of his life. Because
she, as the Green Knight’s agent, knows about the trial Gawain will face, Bertilak’s lady
is able to offer Gawain what he desires, hope. Gawain’s place in his shame-culture, as a
worldly man, does not allow him the option of Yder’s straight-forward rejection as that
would be an insult that the Gawain would never be expected to make; therefore, up until
the luflace is offered, he can only bandy words with the lady, increasing the chances that
he will make a mistake. Despite Gawain’s extremely skillful rhetoric, he cannot entirely
avoid the trap laid out for him because he cannot entirely deny his own desire to live.
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‘No houve good on hir hed, bot the hawer stones” (1738) and “Ho right him a rich ryng of red gold
werkes”(1817).
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Gawain does not rely on his guilt-culture to protect him from the fear of death and makes
himself vulnerable to the temptation ofthe luflace.

66

Heads Will Roll”

Once Gawain accepts the /u/lace, events in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
accelerate rapidly. Even the second beheading scene is only the denouement to the climax
of Gawain’s receiving the luflace. Despite its keystone position in the text, once again,
the luf lace, as a concept, is not the invention of the Gawain-poet. In Caradoc, after
Eliavres actions have been made clear and he and Ysave have been pimished by Caradoc
and Caradoc the Elder, Eliavres and Ysave set a snake on Caradoc as vengeance for
revealing their sin. Caradoc must now deal with original sin. His shameful birth, the
bastard child of an adulterer and her unscrupulous lover, should have set him at an
immediate disadvantage in the world. Instead, Caradoc the Elder remains unaware of the
trick, and Caradoc receives every opportunity. The beheading game and the revelation it
creates causes Caradoc to be humbled as Gawain will be by the Green Kmght.
Although there is no puppeteer like the Green Knight in Caradoc, events still
progress so that Caradoc must face his societal identity. Eliavres’s revelation has not
changed Caradoc physically nor has he forcibly altered his personality, yet Caradoc is a
different person after meeting his father. Once the truth is known, Caradoc repeatedly
denounces his mother^^ and reminds Caradoc the Elder that he is not his father."*® Despite
these rejections, Caradoc returns to them repeatedly. He is obsessed with his identity.
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I do not cherish or love you at all. Do you know why? You have acted badly towards the King [Caradoc
the
Elder], your good lord and mine”(Arthur 16).
40
I do not consider you [Caradoc the Elder] my father even though she [Ysave] is my mother.
Nevertheless, I am not saying this because there is any man in the world that I love as much as you!”
(Arthur 16).
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with proving himself. Even more so than the average person, Caradoc has inherited a
burden of sin from his parents. Like the fallen Eve, Ysave has set the serpent, sin, the
devil, on Caradoc, and it gnaws at him, draining his life, strength, and future. However,
because the sin is not his own, he and his friends are able to remove the serpent when
Caradoc’s parents, their anger pacified by Caradoc’s suffering, relent and return to their
natural role of protectors. As the problem of Caradoc’s parentage occurs outside of any
game, there are no rules, and Caradoc, unlike Gawain, need not have done anything to
cause his pain. Although Gawain’s hubris is partly the result of his upbringing and, like
Caradoc, he is not entirely responsible for his identity but is dependant on the norms of
his culture, he still has free will and, therefore, must still be held accountable for his
errors.

While Gawain is punished for his pride in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,
Cuchulainn is rewarded for his in Fled Bricriu. The last and most important test that
Cuchulairm endures is a beheading game, which proves him to have the indisputable right
to the Champion’s Portion. The first scene ofthis beheading game occurs when the other
claimants for the prize refuse to acknowledge Cuchulainn yet again. Yellow, son of Fair,
sends them to Terror, son of Great Fear, who is a renowned wizard and shape-shifter.
Terror produces a large axe and proposes that one of them should cut off his head today
with him to reciprocate on the morrow. Loigaire and Conall refuse on the grounds that
“it would be impossible for them to live after being beheaded, although he might”
(Henderson 34). Cuchulainn irrationally accepts the challenge, and Terror predictably
survives. Both Cuchulainn and Gawain cannot refuse these challenges because they
cannot resist the pressures inherent to their shame-cultures. Although Loigaire and Conall
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are cast as quasi-villains in the work, they still behave more rationally than Cuchulainn
does.

The final scene of the beheading game culminates in an incident strikingly similar
to that of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight as Terror strikes Cuchulainn with the
reversed, blunt side of the axe three times. This is an oddity as, unlike Gawain,
Cuchulainn does not flinch or show any sign of weakness. Although Cuchulainn does
escape the small knick that Gawain suffers, there is no reason for Terror to have even
struck him at all. Cuchulainn, as a perfect hero, has avoided or, more accurately, has not
had to face sin and is consequently presented to be flawless in the work. Initially, as
Gawain assumes the vestments of the Pentangle Knight, he too appears perfect; however,
the Green Knight is not so soft an opponent as Terror. He does not rely on the shock
value of the beheading game to provoke the specific reaction fi'om Gawain he desires but
introduces additional, complicating elements in the form of the exchange of gifts game
and seduction game to produce his desired result. This result is not only something
Cuchulainn does not have to face but also something Cuchulainn does not appear to have
the faintest clue exists: humility. If Terror’s three harmless blows were meant to
accomplish what the Green Knight’s would later, they fail.
In Fled Bricriu, Terror, like the Green Knight, has an alternate identity. When he
appears to the men of Ulster, they do not recognize him as Terror at first, and he is
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described only as a huge bachlach.

As the bachlach, his size is disgusting and his

appearance revolting, “a big uncouth fellow of exceeding ugliness”(Henderson 40). Yet,
despite being of equally giant proportions, the Green Knight is described as attractively
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A churl or common man.
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large, “For of bak and of brest all were his body stumyBoth his wombe and his wast were
worthily smal” (143-4). Even the description of the bachlacKs ax hinges on its
massiveness with no mention of features pleasing to the eye."^^ The Green Knight’s axe is
more pleasing in nature than the bachlach*s and is “wounden with ym to the wandes
ende/And all bigraven with grene in gracious werkes/A lace lapped aboute that looked at
the hed” (215-7) yet loses none of its danger."^^ Once again, the Green Knight prefers to
rely on subtlety where his predecessors used force.
Unlike the bachlach of Fled Bricriu, who comes for the specific purpose of
testing Cuchulainn so that he might be found worthy of the Champion’s Portion,^ the
Green Knight’s challenge seems open to any who would take it. The Green Knight
rejoices that Gawain has challenged him,“Sir Gawayn, me likes/That I schal fonge at thy
fust that I have frayst here”(390-1), both because of Gawain’s public notoriety and ofhis
personal knightly virtue. The Green Knight applauds his good fortune because, in
Gawain, he sees the opportimity to test the institution of knighthood by creating tension
between the conflicting aspects of chivalry while at the same time tempting Gawain to
betray his personal, guilt-cultural values. The beheading game is the perfect medium with
which to accomplish this trial because, with the introduction of the other, subsidiary
games, the beheading game confironts Gawain not only with his own mortality but also
the possibility that death is not the only option: he can survive without shame if he can
only forgive himself.
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In his right hand an axe weighing thrice fifty glowing molten masses. Its handle would require a ploughteam to move it. Its sharpness such that it would lop off hairs, the wind blowing them against its edge”
(Henderson 41).
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“Hevy innogh, to hondele as him [the accepting challenger] likes”(289).
44
“Then the bachlach vanished. It was Curoi mac Dairi who in that guise had come to fulfill the promise he
had given to Cuchulainn”(Henderson 44-5).
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The tests that the Green Knight arranges for Gawain separate him from the testers
of The Feast of Bricriu. The tests that Bricriu and Terror create for Cuchulainn are
designed to measure Cuchulainn’s shame-culture worth. The Green Knight welcomes
Gawain as a challenger for his individual characteristics as well. Where Cuchulainn
survives because of his socially approved strength, Gawain is forgiven because of his
personal fallibility. Unlike Bricriu and Terror, the Green Knight does not have to use an
intimidating reputation or appearance to threaten the Arthurian Court into accepting his
initial challenge. Rather, he uses the language of the court, the language of courtesy, to
goad the court to action. Arthur even prefaces his accepting of the Green Knight’s offer
by saying, “Hathel, by heven, thyn asking is nys”(323). The Green Knight’s niceness of
speech and subtly of purpose mark him as being a substantially more complex figure than
the testers of The Feast of Bricriu. Unlike Terror’s, the Green Knight’s challenge does
not end with his original purpose

‘For to have greved Guenore and gard hir to

deye/With glopnyng of that ilk gome that gostlych peked/With his hed in his hande
before the high table”(2460-2)

but uses Gawain’s acceptance as a starting point for a

drama scripted entirely by him. Were the Green Knight to have simply carried out
Morgan’s wishes and lefl;, the result of his visit would have been nothing more than a
good fright; instead, he initiates a plan of his own, a plan that, despite the best
preparations and extensive contemplation on Gawain’s part, he is woefully unprepared to
deal with. In comparison with Cuchulainn, Gawain’s position is tragically ironic: he
thinks more but knows less.
The Gawain of The Knight with the Sword's has the ability to survive, proofofhis
superiority over his fellow knights. He is rewarded with his life and a wife — albeit, an
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unfaithful one

and can return to the Arthurian Court without dishonor: “His

[Gawain’s] friends were delighted to see him, for they thought that they had lost him. He
recounted his adventure, just as it happened, from beginning to end

and they were

willing listeners”(Arthur 105). This Gawain is very different from the Gawain ofthe end
of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Although both survive, the Gawain of The Knight
with the Sword is able to take pleasure in his survival because, as the “best knight in the
world.

he is worthy to. However, the Gawain of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

cannot take pleasure in what he sees as a shameful existence and rages against himself,“I
have sojourned sadly” (2409). Gawain views his survival as dishonorable. He has been
confronted not only with his own mortality but also his imperfections and is no longer the
Pentangle Knight. Gawain feels that he should either have refused the luflace with the
thought of dying like a martyr for virtue or have been justly punished for what he sees as
a sinful failing by being executed by the Green Knight. Because the Green Knight has
spared him, he feels, in some measure, that he owes the Green Knight his life. Yet, the
Green Knight downplays the very sin that Gawain feels worthy of death for,“yow lacked
a littel” (2366), frustrating Gawain by repudiating even the worth of the virtues that
Gawain thought he held most dear as he strips them away.
The concluding beheading scene of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight reveals not
only the purpose behind the games of the work but also that there even was a purpose for
each game in the plot. The introduction of the luf lace alone is important enough to
justify the exchange of gifts and seduction games in the plot stmcture of the work;
however, the revelation that Bertilak is the Green Knight and that, therefore, the Green
Knight is cognizant of all of Gawain’s actions and motivations binds each of the
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intermediary games of the work as integral parts of the beheading game. Gawain’s new
understanding of the beheading game reveals how little he really knows about his own
motivations. While the protagonists of its analogs are allowed happy endings,Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight is a more mature, developed work and offers no easy answers to
the questions it raises. Despite this, the Green Knight’s forgiveness of Gawain is not
intended to provoke despair but, rather, hope. Even though man falters, even though
humans are imperfect, forgiveness is not unattainable.
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